Critical Reasoning - An Overview

Critical Reasoning questions are one third of the Verbal section of the GMAT exam. These questions are designed to test one's logic and reasoning skills, particularly in evaluating arguments. The questions themselves could deal with almost any subject matter, and no familiarity with that subject matter is assumed or required. 

This tutorial aims to give you the tools to find the answer that ETS wnat you to find which is just what you need to raise your score.

The GMAT's Critical Reasoning is intended to be an effective way of evaluating how people reason. However, the truth is that the logic in many of the questions is less than completely sound. There is definitely room for interpretation on many of these questions, judging from many examples taken from old GMAT tests. But there is little you can do about that - they make up the questions, they make up the rules.

You could cry about it. Go ahead, have a good cry. We will wait.
..........
Feel better? Good. Now let's take a look at how we can best this test to obtain the best score we possibly can.

A Critical Reasoning Problem is comprised of three main parts: the text, the question, and the five answer choices. We will deal with the different types of questions later.

Here's an example of a Critical Reasoning text:

A CEO of a major company noted a serious decline in worker productivity during the previous five years. According to a report done by an outside consultant, productivity dropped by 35% by the end of that period. The CEO has therefore initiated a plan to boost productivity by giving employees shares of the company as part of their pay package.

We can use the text above to show the four different parts of a Critical Reasoning text.

Conclusion/Main Idea - Most problems have a central idea or thesis. This is almost always located in the sentence at the beginning of the text, or in the sentence at the very end. In this case, it is at the end of the passage:

The CEO has therefore initiated a plan to boost productivity by giving employees shares of the company as part of their pay package.

Notice the word therefore in that sentence. Words like therefore, thus, hence, and so usually tell us that this is the conclusion or the main idea. Let these words lead you to the main idea.

Premise - Premises are the facts or evidence that support or lead to the conclusion. Unlike assumptions, they are explicit. Here is an example from the text:

A CEO of a major company noted a serious decline in worker productivity during the previous five years.

This premise helps the author lead to the conclusion or main idea of the text.

Assumption- Assumptions are the facts that support the conclusion, like the premise does, but unlike the conclusion and premises they are not stated in the text: they are implicit. Here is what would be an example of an assumption for this particular Critical Reasoning problem:

Owning something or part of something obliges you work harder to make it succeed.

Note that this line is not in the text: it cannot be in the text if it is an assumption of the author. But it does give the argument as a whole some sense, and also supports the conclusion.

Supporting Information- Like a premise, this is stated and explicit information embedded in the text, but unlike a premise, it does not support the conclusion. At best it supports a premise or provides further detail or information regarding a premise. From the text:

According to a report done by an outside consultant, productivity dropped by 35% by the end of that period.

This sentence supports the first sentence, the premise that notes that productivity has dropped. Supporting Information does not support the Conclusion or Main Idea, rather, it supports information that is already in the text.

The following strategies should help you with all the Critical Reasoning questions.

1. KISS - Remember the old saying, Keep It Simple Stupid i.e. KISS? It also applies to Critical Reasoning. The key to Critical Reasoning is to focus on what the question is asking you to do, finding an answer choice that best answers the question. THAT'S ALL YOU SHOULD DO. Some books tell you to think of the 'scope' or 'parameters' of the argument. That's valid too – it is basically saying the same thing. Just answer the question, do not read too much into it or let your own knowledge of a subject lead you to pick the wrong answer. KISS.


2. Patterns - Look for particular types of questions, and then use the strategies appropriate for that type of question to choose the right answer. We will be looking at different types of Critical Reasoning Questions in the next section.


3. Identify the Argument - Sounds obvious? Nonetheless, many forget or do not know the importance of carrying out this absolutely essential task. In order to do this, imagine what would satisfy the question. After you have imagined what could satisfy the question, look for it down below in the five answer choices. Is it right there, or very similar to it, in answer choice B, for example? If so, then B probably is the answer. Read the other answer choices quickly, but this is probably the right answer. This strategy saves you some valuable time.

Of course, this strategy does not apply to Supply the Conclusion questions, but it does especially matter for Weaken, Strengthen, Continue the Idea and <EM.ASSUMPTIONquestions.


4. Silly Answer Choices - There are ridiculous or nonsensical answer choices in many questions. If an answer choice seems against common sense, or makes no sense if the main idea is true, then you can probably eliminate it.


5. Eliminate! - Rather than making a choice immediately, it is almost always better to eliminate down to one or two answers. Eliminate the ones you know do not make sense. So if you are left with two answer choices, and cannot decide between them, guess. At least you have eliminated it down to 50-50 odds. That's better than Las Vegas.


There are four types of questions that account for the majority of the questions in Critical Reasoning. You MUST know how to deal with these types of questions.

6. Weaken the Argument 

7. Strengthen the Argument 

8. Supply the Conclusion 

9. Supply the Assumption 

There are other types of questions but they are rare by comparison with these 4. We will encounter the other types of Critical Reasoning question in a later tutorial.

We will begin with Weaken the Argument.

This is probably the easiest and certainly the most common of Critical Reasoning question types, the Weaken the Argument question.

Here's how this type of question might look:

	PRIVATE
Some rental car agencies in the U.S. are now looking into installing satellite-guided navigation systems in their automobiles. The driver inputs the address on a keyboard, and the on-board computer calls out directions in American English, such as "You are now approaching Main Street". Rental car agencies hope to target foreign tourists and travelers unfamiliar with the United States.

Which of the following, if true, provides the greatest reason to suggest that the plan will not work?

	PRIVATE
A
	
	These new computer navigation systems are expensive to install in many automobiles.

	B
	
	Some foreigners visiting the United States may not understand English.

	C
	
	Some people argue that the computer's voice sounds extremely cold and impersonal.

	D
	
	Many American citizens will also want to take advantage of the satellite-guided navigation systems.

	E
	
	In the average U.S. city, paper maps and city guides are available in almost every hotel and gas station.


Try to answer this Weaken the Argument question yourself before going on to see the explanation.

And here's how to answer the question:

10. Identify the argument. Remember, that's usually in the first or last line. 

11. Anticipate what will be the answer, if possible. Imagine what would satisfy the question- what would weaken the argument. Then look for it in the answer choices. 

12. Eliminate answer choices that do not weaken the argument. 

13. If there are two or three answer choices left after the process of elimination, then choose! 

Let's work through that example:

	PRIVATE
Some rental car agencies in the U.S. are now looking into installing satellite-guided navigation systems in their automobiles. The driver inputs the address on a keyboard, and the on-board computer calls out directions in American English, such as "You are now approaching Main Street". Rental car agencies hope to target foreign tourists and travelers unfamiliar with the United States.

Which of the following, if true, provides the greatest reason to suggest that the plan will not work?

	PRIVATE
A
	
	These new computer navigation systems are expensive to install in many automobiles.

	B
	
	Some foreigners visiting the United States may not understand English.

	C
	
	Some people argue that the computer's voice sounds extremely cold and impersonal.

	D
	
	Many American citizens will also want to take advantage of the satellite-guided navigation systems.

	E
	
	In the average U.S. city, paper maps and city guides are available in almost every hotel and gas station.


Explanation:

We want to weaken or attack the plan, so our first step is to identify it. The plan, aimed at foreigners in the U.S., is to install computer systems in rental cars that call out directions in American English. Remember, nothing in the GMAT is there by accident. Why foreigners? Why American English? Ah-ha, that's the key. We could probably anticipate that these travelers and tourists will not understand the directions! Therefore, the plan will not work.

Thus B looks tempting, but let's also try to get to the correct answer through the process of elimination. A says the system is expensive to implement in many cars. On the surface this seems to weaken the idea, but perhaps the investment in installing the system is worth it. Even though expensive, A does not tell us the plan will not work. In C the computerized voice is cold and impersonal, and while that might make people uncomfortable, it does not mean that the system will not do what it is supposed to do. In D, the fact that other U.S. citizens might also want the system does not weaken the idea for the rental car companies. And in E, the suggestion that there are already non-computerized guides readily available does not weaken the idea of having the computerized system – in fact, they could possibly complement each other.

B is the best answer because it basically states what we anticipated - that the plan will not work because people will not understand the computer's English.

The good news is that Strengthen the Argument questions are exactly the same as Weaken, except this time we want to support the main idea or argument.

Example

	PRIVATE
The city council of Nowheresville has proposed establishing tollbooths on all of the major routes into the city. The council's reasoning is that this fee will force many commuters to switch from private automobiles to the public transportation system.

Which of the following statements, if true, provides the best evidence that the city council's plan will be successful?

	PRIVATE
A
	
	Most of the citizens of Nowheresville support the new plan.

	B
	
	Several other cities have attempted to implement the scheme in the past, with mixed results.

	C
	
	Currently the average private commuter car spends one hour and forty-five minute in the commute into the city.

	D
	
	A new study suggests that many commuters with cars would switch to public transportation if driving in the city became any more expensive.

	E
	
	The price of gasoline is projected to plummet in the next few months.


Try to answer this Strengthen the Argument question before checking the explanation.

Here's what to do:

14. Identify the argument. Remember, it's usually in the first or last line. 

15. Anticipate what will be the answer, if possible. Imagine what would satisfy the question- what would strengthen the argument. Then look for it in the answer choices. 

16. Eliminate answer choices that do not strengthen the argument. 

17. If there are two or three answer choices left after the process of elimination, then: choose! 

So let's find the best answer

	PRIVATE
The city council of Nowheresville has proposed establishing tollbooths on all of the major routes into the city. The council's reasoning is that this fee will force many commuters to switch from private automobiles to the public transportation system.

Which of the following statements, if true, provides the best evidence that the city council's plan will be successful?

	PRIVATE
A
	
	Most of the citizens of Nowheresville support the new plan.

	B
	
	Several other cities have attempted to implement the scheme in the past, with mixed results.

	C
	
	Currently the average private commuter car spends one hour and forty-five minute in the commute into the city.

	D
	
	A new study suggests that many commuters with cars would switch to public transportation if driving in the city became any more expensive.

	E
	
	The price of gasoline is projected to plummet in the next few months.


Explanation

We want to first identify the argument, which is that that the tollbooth plan will make people take public transportation. We can anticipate that the correct answer will strengthen or support the plan. D best strengthens the idea that people will switch from private transportation if it becomes any more expensive, so it is a likely candidate for the right answer.

But let's eliminate answer choices. It could be argued that B and E actually weaken the likelihood of the plan working. If, as in B, other cities have attempted to do this and have had mixed results, then that is not a good reason to implement it in Nowheresville. E says that the price of gasoline will fall in the next few months, which means that the drop in price perhaps will be offset by the increase in the tolls, and therefore there will be no incentive to switch to public transportation. A suggests that most people support the plan, but that does strengthen the plan. C says that the average commuter spends an hour and forty-five minutes in his car, but that information does not support the idea. D is the correct answer.

In this type of question, you have to supply a conclusion from the premises given.

For example

	PRIVATE
Some studies indicate that alcohol advertisements on television cause people to increase their alcohol consumption. In Arcadia, however, where there has been a ban on alcohol advertising for the last ten years, alcohol consumption per capita is at least as high as in countries that do not have such a ban in place.

Which of the following statements draws the most reliable conclusion from the information above?

	PRIVATE
A
	
	People tend to consume more alcohol if they are exposed to alcohol advertisements than if they are not exposed to those advertisements.

	B
	
	Advertising has no effect on whether people consume more or less alcohol.

	C
	
	Advertising cannot be the only factor that determines an individual's consumption of alcohol.

	D
	
	Most people continued to consume alcohol after the ban was implemented.

	E
	
	If advertising for alcohol were allowed in Arcadia, it would be extremely effective.


Try to do the question before you go to the explanation.

18. Identify the premises of the argument. 

19. Assume all the premises are true. Try to combine or link those premises. Is there an obvious conclusion that could be made from these premises? 

20. Eliminate answer choices that don't deal with or are supported by ALL of the premises, or that don't make sense from the information given. 

21. If there are two or three answer choices left after the process of elimination, then: choose! 

Let us practice

	PRIVATE
Some studies indicate that alcohol advertisements on television cause people to increase their alcohol consumption. In Arcadia, however, where there has been a ban on alcohol advertising for the last ten years, alcohol consumption per capita is at least as high as in countries that do not have such a ban in place.

Which of the following statements draws the most reliable conclusion from the information above?

	PRIVATE
A
	
	People tend to consume more alcohol if they are exposed to alcohol advertisements than if they are not exposed to those advertisements.

	B
	
	Advertising has no effect on whether people consume more or less alcohol.

	C
	
	Advertising cannot be the only factor that determines an individual's consumption of alcohol.

	D
	
	Most people continued to consume alcohol after the ban was implemented.

	E
	
	If advertising for alcohol were allowed in Arcadia, it would be extremely effective.


Explanation

First, what are the premises? 1) alcohol ads increase alcohol consumption. 2) Arcadia has a ban on alcohol advertisements, and has the same level of alcohol consumption as countries that do not have a ban. Next, what can we conclude from these premises? We can conclude that advertisements cannot be the sole cause of alcohol consumption. Then, eliminate answer choices that don't deal with or are supported by ALL of the premises, or that don't make sense from the information given.

A basically supports the first premise, that alcohol advertising increases alcohol consumption, but that does not explain or deal with the second premise. B might tempt you, since it says that advertising has no effect on whether one consumes more or less alcohol, but that statement goes against the first premise. D and E both go beyond the scope of the argument. C is the correct answer because it deals with both premises, and can be assumed from both premises.

For most people, these questions are the real difficult ones! Very tough, and unfortunately, the Assumption problem is the type of question most open to interpretation.

But we do what we can, Let us approach the question.

Example

	PRIVATE
New medical studies indicate that if the average employee improves his physical health, then his productivity also increases markedly. Company XYZ should therefore introduce mandatory exercise programs every morning in order to augment productivity.

The author assumes which of the following to be true?

	PRIVATE
A
	
	The mandatory exercise programs will be successful in improving the physical health of the employees at XYZ.

	B
	
	Employees who take exercise programs at work are no more productive than are employees who take exercise programs outside of work..

	C
	
	Employees who exercise sleep better than employees who do not do so do.

	D
	
	Employees who exercise at work often complain of tiredness throughout the day.

	E
	
	Employees often resist mandatory exercise programs, viewing them as intrusions on their privacy and on their labor rights.


See if you can find the author's assumption before continuing.

22. Identify the premises of the argument. 

23. Identify the conclusion. Remember, that's usually in the first or last sentence of the text. 

24. Identify the gap in the logic of the argument. What's missing or needed to make this argument convincing? 

25. What's the new element or factor in the conclusion? The assumption will probably introduce it. 

26. Go through each answer choice. Does it strengthen the conclusion? If not, then eliminate it. 

27. Eliminate silly or nonsensical answer choices. 

28. Choose! Don't waste time! 

So let's solve this one

	PRIVATE
New medical studies indicate that if the average employee improves his physical health, then his productivity also increases markedly. Company XYZ should therefore introduce mandatory exercise programs every morning in order to augment productivity.

The author assumes which of the following to be true?

	PRIVATE
A
	
	The mandatory exercise programs will be successful in improving the physical health of the employees at XYZ.

	B
	
	Employees who take exercise programs at work are no more productive than are employees who take exercise programs outside of work..

	C
	
	Employees who exercise sleep better than employees who do not do so do.

	D
	
	Employees who exercise at work often complain of tiredness throughout the day.

	E
	
	Employees often resist mandatory exercise programs, viewing them as intrusions on their privacy and on their labor rights.


Explanation

The correct answer choice must fill the gap in the logic, and also support the conclusion. First we must identify the premise(s), and then the conclusion. The first premise in the text says that 1) improved physicality leads to 2) (the second premise) increased productivity. The conclusion states that therefore 1) the exercise program will lead to 2) increased productivity. There is a gap in the logic here. To correct this gap in the argument, we must say that 1) exercise program leads to 2) improved physicality which leads to 3) increased productivity. What is the new element in the conclusion? The part about the exercise program. So we must establish the link between the exercise program and the improved physicality.

We can also make eliminations. B says that employees who take exercise programs at work are no more productive than those who take them at work, which actually weakens the main idea and therefore is not a good assumption. Whether employees who exercise or not get more sleep has little bearing on whether the plan will work, so C is not a good answer. D states that employees who exercise at work often complain of tiredness throughout the day, which does not support the conclusion and thus should be eliminated. E says that employees often resist such programs, which also does not support the argument and can be discarded.

A, the answer, fills the gap in the logic nicely by stating that the mandatory exercise programs will be successful in improving the physical health of the employees at XYZ. It also supports and strengthens the conclusion, which is another requirement of the assumption. Additionally, it introduces the new element in the conclusion, the mandatory exercise program. Therefore, for all these reasons, A is the best answer.

This is a summary of all the strategies that you have learned for tackling Critical Reasoning questions. You might find it useful to print this summary and use it for reference.

General Strategies

These are the strategies that apply to all Critical Reasoning questions.

29. KISS. Keep things clear and simple. 

30. Look for particular types of questions (for example Weaken the Argument), and then use the strategies appropriate for that type of question to choose the right answer. 

31. Identify the Argument. 

32. Eliminate silly or nonsensical answers. 

33. Eliminate answer choices that do not answer the question. 

For specific question types

Strategies for each different type of question.

Weaken the Argument questions

1. Identify the argument. Remember, that's usually in the first or last line. 

2. Anticipate what will be the answer, if possible. Imagine what would satisfy the question- what would strengthen the argument. Then look for it in the answer choices. 

3. Eliminate answer choices that do not weaken the argument. 

4. If there are two or three answer choices left after the process of elimination, then choose! 

Strengthen the Argument questions

1. Identify the argument. Remember, that's usually in the first or last line. 

2. Anticipate what will be the answer, if possible. Imagine what would satisfy the question- what would strengthen the argument. Then look for it in the answer choices. 

3. Eliminate answer choices that do not strengthen the argument. 

4. If there are two or three answer choices left after the process of elimination, then choose! 

Supply the Conclusion

1. Identify the premises of the argument. 

2. Assume all the premises are true. Try to combine or link those premises. Is there an obvious conclusion that could be made from these premises? 

3. Eliminate answer choices that don't deal with or are supported by ALL of the premises, or that don't make sense from the information given. 

4. If there are two or three answer choices left after the process of elimination, then: choose! 

Supply the Assumption questions

1. Identify the premises of the argument. 

2. Identify the conclusion. Remember, that's usually in the first or last sentence of the text. 

3. Identify the gap in the logic of the argument. What's missing or needed to make this argument convincing? 

4. What's the new element or factor in the conclusion? The assumption will probably introduce it. 

5. Go through each answer choice. Does it strengthen the conclusion? If not, then eliminate it. Eliminate silly or nonsensical answer choices. 

6. Choose! Don't waste time! 

